Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 28

Issue 4

Article 14

July 1995

Paradigm Shifts: These Friends of Mine
Mark A. Conley

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Conley, Mark A. (1995) "Paradigm Shifts: These Friends of Mine," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 28 : Iss.
4 , Article 14.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol28/iss4/14

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Paradigm Shifts:
These Friends of Mine
POINT OF VIEW BY MARK

A.

CONLEY

Sally* had a glum look on her face.
The look was real atypical for her. Sally
was the drama teacher at my school and
she was usually full of theatrical flair.
This day was different. She looked
downright depressed.
"I'm worried about Eric," she started
our conversation without her usual
greeting. "Why, what's wrong?" I asked.
"He volunteered to teach 7th graders this
year and he wound up with a tough
group of kids. He's used to the older
kids, but these kids are throwing him for
a loop. He hates coming into work every
day."
I looked at Sally's pained expression.
For several years, she and Eric used to
team-teach in an innovative class for
kids who had problems. They were a
dynamic team, who could grab kids right
where they lived. I wondered how things
could get so rough for Eric.
"Don't say anything," Sally cautioned.
"He's embarrassed about it. And he has
to see the year through. But I'm just feeling real bummed out about it."
I understood exactly what Sally was
saying and feeling. I was having a year a
lot like Eric's. Every day I came into
work, it seemed that I could not do anything right. Like Eric, I'm used to a certain amount of ambiguity in the ed biz,
but this year was different. Usually, I
could read the signals, anticipate next
steps, roll with the punches. This year, I
felt constantly ambushed. Every situation presented an anomaly, a new challenge for which I had no experience.
Though I pride myself on keeping cool,

not letting people know what I am thinking or feeling, I found myself getting
cross. I was losing my sense of balance.
"So how are things with you?" Sally
asked. I didn't want to say. In truth,
things were awful. But in the ed biz, we
like to put on this powerful veneer, like
we're all this kind of super-educator,
impervious to the stres, 2s and strains of
dealing with the circumstances we
encounter.
"I'm OK." I said as little as I could. As
the job stresses mounted, I retreated
into myself more and more. I built a garden in my back yard to ease my frustration. The garden grew to Disney World
proportions. People around me - close
friends and loved ones - knew something was wrong, but since I didn't open
up about it, there was little they could
do.
Slowly, silently, my job was eating me
alive. I stopped reading and writing. I
gained weight. I took one day at a time. I
seriously considered leaving education.
Given my frame of mind, I decided not
to make any decisions.
"Hey, are you gonna work on this project with me or what?" The question
from my friend jarred me with its
abruptness. We had taught together on
the same team for the past several years
and she was ready to roll on another big
idea.
"The kids are gonna love it ... " she
went on to say, painting a picture of
what we would do in the classroom for
the next several weeks. As I listened to
her, memories came back about what
we had done in the past, our mutual
commitments to the kids, and our enjoy-
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ment when we could tell they really
learned something. As we created and
moved into the unit she concocted, my
pleasure in teaching returned. The
excitement of the kids replaced the dark
feelings I held for so long about my job. I
found myself talking again.
I was pretty lucky, but Eric's case
stands out in my mind. I have run into
lots of Eric's in my career - often brilliant people who at one time touched
kids' hearts and minds - but who now
struggle to come to work every day.
Burnout is such an overused but little
understood term. We've chosen a career
where there are so many opportunities
for service, to give everything we have
until we don't have any more. Good
teachers can be so committed that they
don't keep track of the imbalances that
creep in and cause their own professional demise. I marvel at the 30-year veterans who, on the verge of their retirement, stand in front of their colleagues
and declare sincerely, "I loved coming to
school every day!" How do they do it?
Maybe it's time to recognize our own
vulnerabilities in a very demanding
career. When I think about Eric and his
embarrassment, I wonder how he'll pull
out. Where in the system is there anything that allows Eric to express how
he's feeling? Where does Eric, formerly
an outstanding teacher, get the help he
needs to get back on track? Does he
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have a friend like I did who can read him
like a book, who can challenge him and
give him the support he needs to find his
way back to the profession?
Here's the way I see it. All of us (yes,
even super teachers) are going to bottom out at some point in our careers. It's
only a matter of time. The beauty of the
teaching profession is that we all experience highs and lows at different times.
There's success all around us at the
same time that we experience failure.
But we're also very isolated in our work
The more we learn to care about one
another and talk about where we are in
our careers, the more we'll be able to
celebrate our highs and cope with the
natural lows. This is such a simple idea,
but consider all of the ways we organize
schooling to promote isolation and prevent conversation and relationship building.
I know now that I'll stay in the ed biz.
Ups and downs are inevitable and I'll
have to continue to find ways to reinvent
myself and rediscover the pleasure in
what we do. But I also know that I have
friends out there - friends who know
me and value my work enough to keep
me going. And, oh yeah, I'm going to talk
to Eric.

Send comments to: Mark Conley,
Michigan State University, 346
Erickson Hall, East Lansing, MI 48824

61

VOLUME

28, No. 4 •

SUMMER

1995

